Despite their wellness mandate, many publicly funded recreational facilities offer primarily unhealthy foods. Governments have developed programs and resources to assist facilities to improve their food offerings, however the challenge to incent preferential sale of healthier foods remains substantial. In the Canadian province of Alberta, uptake of government-issued voluntary nutrition guidelines for recreational facilities has been limited, and offers of free assistance to implement them as part of a research study were not embraced. Financial constraints appear to be the most important barrier to offering healthier items in Alberta's recreational facilities, as facility and food service managers perceive that selling healthier foods is unprofitable and might jeopardize sponsorship agreements. Mandatory government regulation may therefore be required to overcome the barriers to offering healthier foods in this setting. The advantages of a regulatory approach appear to outweigh any disadvantages, with benefits for population health, more effective use of public funds, and greater equity for the public and industry. Adverse effects on corporate profitability and freedom of choice are expected to be limited. Regulation may offer an efficient, effective and equitable means of ensuring that recreational facilities support child health and do not undermine it by exposing children to unhealthy food environments.
A growing body of literature documents the problem of the ubiquitous availability of unhealthy foods in recreational facilities [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] and other sport settings. 7 This is of concern because unhealthy food environments negatively impact children's dietary behaviours and body weights. [8] [9] [10] To address this problem, several Canadian provinces have developed formal nutrition guidelines (British Columbia and Alberta), incentive-based programs (Ontario), toolkits (British Columbia, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, New Brunswick) and other printed and online resources for the recreation sector. 11 Uptake of Alberta's Nutrition Guidelines for Children and Youth (ANGCY), 12 in particular, has been limited, with only 6% of facilities surveyed reporting that they had implemented them one year following their release. 3 Financial constraints appear to be the most important barrier to offering healthier items in Alberta's recreational facilities, as managers perceive that selling healthier foods is unprofitable. 4, 13 Managers play a gatekeeping role in recreational facility food services, and thus it is particularly important to target their knowledge, beliefs and perceptions of nutrition guidelines. 4 On the basis of these findings, we designed an intervention to overcome some of the barriers to offering healthier foods in recreational facilities, and specifically to stimulate uptake of the ANGCY. The study was intended to positively impact managers' knowledge, beliefs and perceptions of nutrition guidelines through: 1) participation in a one-day training session to learn about the ANGCY and strategies to offer healthier items without losing revenue, and 2) interaction, through five monthly group meetings, with other managers who were successfully using nutrition guidelines. Notably, managers were assured in advance that they would be free to decide how and to what extent to comply with ANGCY recommendations to offer healthier items within their food services. However, despite a lengthy recruiting process facilitated by provincial recreation associations (reach of >1,400 individuals) and Health Promotion Coor-dinators in communities across the province, the study had to be cancelled due to low enrollment.
The challenge to incent preferential sale of healthier foods in recreational facilities is clearly substantial. Although other factors such as the time commitment associated with study participation were likely influential, comments from managers who declined to participate and results from past Canadian investigations [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [13] [14] [15] suggest that the barriers to study participation were primarily financially driven. Recreational facility and food service managers felt compelled to generate a profit, but perceived that selling healthier foods as part of the study would be unprofitable, and might jeopardize sponsorship agreements with beverage companies. Economos et al. 16 encountered similar challenges recruiting restaurant managers into an initiative to increase availability of healthier options. By contrast, although similar barriers existed in BC recreational facilities, a pilot study of 10 facilities proceeded. 5 It is likely that availability of seed funding and substantial implementation resources supported participation in that study, although improvements to recreational facility food environments were limited even within that supportive context. 5 In general, voluntary guidelines have proven relatively ineffective in encouraging provision of healthier items by the food industry. 17 Similarly, evidence indicates that voluntary guidelines may be ineffective in encouraging meaningful change in recreational facility food environments. [3] [4] [5] 13 Mandatory government regulation may therefore be required to ensure that recreational facilities support child health and do not undermine it by exposing children to overwhelmingly unhealthy food environments. Prior to enacting regulations, however, it is important to consider their potential positive and negative consequences to ensure a reasonably equitable distribution of costs and benefits.
Potential advantages
1) Policies mandating provision of primarily or exclusively healthier foods in recreational facilities within specific and short time frames are virtually certain to increase these foods' availability in an efficient manner, provided that policies are enforced. Such policies are associated with improved dietary behaviours and body weight in children, 18 and thus regulation would contribute to important public health objectives. If enacted in multiple settings (e.g., schools, childcare, government buildings), regulations might furthermore incent food reformulation by industry, 19, 20 providing healthier default options for all consumers and yielding more widespread health benefits. By improving population health, regulations could also benefit industry by providing a productive workforce to produce and deliver the goods and services they sell, a healthy clientele to purchase them, and a productive economic climate within which to operate. 2) Currently, governments provide partial funding to recreational facilities in support of healthy living, yet actively undermine their own efforts by allowing unhealthy foods to predominate there. Regulations that increase availability of healthier items and curtail availability of unhealthy items would resolve this paradoxical conflict. Coherent policy would furthermore project a consistent message to children that healthy eating and physical activity go hand in hand. 3) Regulations are an equitable means of addressing the problem of unhealthy food environments in recreational facilities. Universal regulations would create a level playing field for businesses that provide food services within recreational facilities, reducing the risks associated with compliance. Regulations could also help to correct the unequal distribution of costs and benefits associated with the sale and consumption of unhealthy foods, whereby the benefits primarily accrue to industry while the costs are largely borne by the public.
Potential disadvantages
1) Corporate profitability might be negatively impacted if, as industry contends, few consumers will purchase healthier items despite increased availability. 13 In reality, however, there is no reason why selling healthier foods cannot be a profitable venture for industry. Indeed, the food industry controls the food supply, and not only responds to but actively shapes consumer demand for its products through marketing. Were it to leverage its vast wealth and resources to develop and market healthier items, it would almost certainly succeed in increasing their sale and consumption. Even scientists with comparatively limited resources have succeeded in doing so. 21 The problem is not that healthy items are not profitable, but that industry has so far lacked the incentive to make them so. 2) While critics contend that government regulation would limit freedom of choice, given the preponderance and extensive marketing of unhealthy foods in recreational facilities, it is difficult to argue that the current environment supports free and independent food purchasing decisions. Therefore, increased or exclusive availability of healthier foods in recreational facilities would not further constrain choice, but would merely change the content of the limited choice that currently exists.
Governments regulate food to ensure its microbial safety and mandate food fortification to prevent nutritional deficiencies because society acknowledges that food choice must sometimes be curtailed to protect public health. In developed nations, morbidity and mortality attributable to unhealthy diets greatly exceed that attributable to food-borne pathogens and toxins. Therefore, just as regulations prevent industry from purposely selling and marketing foods that are unsafe for microbial reasons, so too should it not be permitted to sell and market foods that are unsafe for nutritional reasons, particularly in venues where children gather, such as recreational facilities. Failure to limit children's access to nutritionally unsafe foods constitutes a violation of society's ethical obligations to protect children.
Development and implementation of regulations
Unhealthy food environments in recreational facilities are an unintended negative consequence of policies designed to improve access to affordable physical activities by using food service revenues to partially subsidize lower user fees. Regulations are not a panacea, however judicious use of government power to regulate food availability in recreational facilities can redress the aforementioned oversight and appears advantageous. Although this discussion has focused on children, as they represent the majority of recreational facility users, adults who use recreational facilities may also benefit from regulations.
Regulations should be developed in consultation with all stakeholders, considering each sector's capacities and constraints, while being careful not to allow the economically powerful voice of industry to take precedence over public health concerns. The final
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regulations should be child-focused, include robust standards for what constitutes a healthy food/beverage (i.e., standards should not merely lead to production of healthier junk foods), mandate that a high proportion of items be healthy, prohibit marketing of unhealthy foods, and ensure healthier items are affordable in recreational facilities.
Implementation of regulations will be challenging, as adults who frequent recreational facilities and industry may raise some of the aforementioned objections. It will furthermore take time to denormalize the culture of unhealthy eating that exists. Substantial implementation support will be essential to address these challenges, and regulations should be phased in over several years to provide an adjustment period.
CONCLUSION
Government regulation of food availability in recreational facilities appears to offer an efficient, effective and equitable means of aligning the financial interests of the food industry with public health goals. Clearly, these regulations will not solve the complex problem of childhood obesity. Nevertheless, each eating occasion represents an opportunity to influence health, for better or worse. The food environment within recreational facilities is part of a broader context of unhealthy food environments that reinforces a culture of unhealthy eating, detracts from efforts to reverse it, and is a source of contradictory messages. Action to improve recreational facility food environments will help facilities to achieve their wellness mandate, while contributing to a broader culture of healthy eating across societal sectors and settings.
